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STRIVING TO BE GOOD

(Note; This piece was first published in Living Magazine, April/May 1998, Vol. 2, No. 2,
© 1998 Windstar Publications, Ltd. It is being republished with permission.)
Since seeing the hit movie. As Good As It Gets, I have been recommending it to
everyone. Not only is it well-written, well-acted and well-directed, it also has a central
feature not often seen on television or at the movies. It tells the story of a very imperfect,
nearly hateful human being who actually struggles in a conscious way to become a better
person. He begins that struggle while being forced to take care of a dog that he has
mistreated. However, his consciousness truly takes hold as he begins to fall in love ^th a
woman. Some overly sophisticated critics have dismissed the film as old-fashioned fluft,
but that criticism indicates to me that they are missing what is most significant about the
film, which is, how hard it is to portray what is not altogether uncommon phenomenon,
the effort by a human being to become a better person.
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The great 19*^ century author Fydor Dostoyevsky once wrote a great novel, Ihe
Idiot, about a “good person.” He did it as a challenge, knowing how hard it would be to
write such a work.. It is difficult to write about good people and literary criticism has
often remarked on this phenomenon.. It is easier to write about those who are evil. As a
prime literary example of this, Milton is always trotted out. Even though Milton wrote
Paradise Lost to explain “God’s ways to man,” he created a devil far more interestmg than
any angel.
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My point is not to illuminate the problems in creating a work of art that depicts a
“good person”. It is to show that As Good Is It Gets is a rare modem phenomenon. The
movie is an attempt to show what it may mean, in complex detail, for a person not to
become a “good person,” but actually to want to become a better person, and to einbark
on the journey. We see the main character, warts and all, striving, and at the end of
picture, we see one or two warts drop off, and we are - or should be - cheered. This is

not Dickens’ Scrooge, an altogether despicable miser who has a conversion experience.
Funny and light as the movie is sometimes is, it tells of the nitty-gritty effort to become
better than we are.
Once upon a time, it was commonplace in this country, as well as elsewhere, to
understand that life’s journey was about the effort to become, if not a bona-fide saint, at
least a better person. Nowadays such an understanding is nonexistent. It is awkward to
even raise the subject, and if the subject is raised, the reaction is often one of astonished
disbelief or cynicism. As one who has spent much time teaching and writing about
“ethics,” I speak from some experience. Still, I have had too many conversations with
students and others which have convinced me that deep down, there is a yearning and an
awkward striving to become better at the enormous and complex task of being a good
human being.
In the Crito. Plato portrays Socrates, an uncommonly good man, struggling to do
the right thing, even at the end of his life. Without rehashing what is going on in that
dialogue, I want to call attention to one point Socrates makes early on. Socrates says that
once he conscientiously determines what is the right thing for him to do, he must do it;
and if doing the right thing means becoming a better person, shouldn’t we strive to do that
above everything else? Socrates literally meant everything else: riches, fame,
convenience, and indeed, even life itself
Perhaps As Good As It Gets does not go far as Socrates. There is still a yearning
exposed in that movie that I believe lies deep in the human heart. We have so few films,
so few forms of modem entertainment or culture, high or low, which tiy to give wings to
that deep human yearning; the yearning to be a better than we are.

WE WELCOME SUGGESTIONS
The Center for Professional Ethics Newsletter is undergoing some
considerable changes. By the Fall of 1998, we will have expanded the
newsletter to include even more substantial and enlightening ethics
articles, as well as continuing to report on the diverse ethics issues
relevant to CWRU, Cleveland and the wider world. However, we need
your help! We are seeking interesting ethics news or suggestions on
article ideas that you feel are important to the ethics community at
large. Do not hesitate to contact us. By email: jmg1 O@po.cwru.edu
or by regular mail; The Center for Professional Ethics, 233 Yost Hall,
Case Western Reserve University, Cleveland, Ohio 44106-7057
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GROUPS AS GATEKEEPERS TO GENETIC RESEARCH

•

Dr. Eric Juengst gave a speech titled “Grroups as Gatekeepers to Genetic
Research” to the Ethics Fellows on March 4 at Tomlinson Hall. Dr. Juengst has a diverse
and interesting background in Biomedical Ethics, and gave the group some background in
the Human Genome Project and the ethical implications of allowing groups as gatekeepers
to individuals participating in genetic research.
While at the National Institute of Health (NIH), Dr. Juengst assisted the Human
Genome Center in an effort to fund research in ethics, more specifically, funding research
ethics with social and legal issues related to scientific projects like The Human Genome
Project. Dr. Juengst explained that the genome project was designed to provide us with
map of our chromosomes pinpointing the locations of all of our genes. “[This project] is
about half over; it’s supposed to be done in 2005. The genome community is already
looking ahead to what comes after the Human Genome Project, which would be a
composite map of the human genome, and even more ambitiously, we’ll have all the
sequence information we could want.. .the sequence of the DNA that makes up the
genome,” said Dr. Juengst.
The next half of this project would be to take a variety of samples and compare
them to each other. This process is called “sequencing multiple genomes.” Dr. Juengst
explained, “Sequencing multiple genomes, [in order] to compare them; to look for the
differences in the range of genetic variation in the human population, also known as the
Human Genome Diversity Project. This would be an effort to circumnavigate the globe
and collect blood samples, DNA samples, from the all the world’s most isolated
populations. Then we can look for particular markers in those DNA samples or sequence
them, and get a sense of the range of genetic variations that we have.”
“[However], there are lots of other parties interested in having this kind of
information about genetic variations; the people who do phramaco genetics [which are]
genetically customized pharmaceuticals tailored to the specific susceptibilities of your
ethnic group; genetic epidemiologists are interested in the relative disease burden in
different groups as well. People look down the road to a genomic medicine in which we
would know enough about the genomic differences between different human groups so we
would be better able to tailor interventions to individual needs,” said Dr. Juengst.
According to contemporary guidelines, the project will have to get the informed consent
of all the individuals donating blood samples. Dr. Juengst further explained, “It has
recently become politically important, as you can imagine, to argue that yes, we do have
an obligation to respect the collective interest of human groups by consulting with the
groups themselves first, getting their permission before we proceed to collect DNA from
individuals.”
The Genome Project had a list of names isolated and indigenous populations of groups
that they thought it would be important to collect and many groups took issue with the
idea of there being a pre-existing list. “The problem was that the groups didn’t like the
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fact that their names had appeared on this list,” smd Dr. Juengst,. “Groups pointed out
that ‘nobody asked them’ whether they wanted to be collected, stored, and used for
scientific research. All kinds of wonderful images came out of that public debate, that this
was basically, simply, a return to the old scientific racism of anthropology long ago.. .a
taxonomy of pure human types that would serve as some kind of human zoo.”
The Aboriginal Congress of Australia was so disturbed by this idea that they
referred to it as “The Vampire Project.” “The Congress felt [that the Project would]
bomb in on them, parachute into the village, take their blood and then leave, going back to
the First World, discover their valuable genes, and exploit their natural resources, in yet
another way,” reported Dr. Juengst.
After the outcry, the advocates for the Project attempted to come up with a plan
for group consent or group permission. Dr. Juengst gave a brief overview of the Human
Genome Diversity Project’s protocol in regard to collecting “permission” of the various
groups. The basic thrust of the protocol is; “the Human Genome Diversity Project
requires the researchers participating in the project show that they have obtained the
informed consent of the population through its culturally appropriate authorities before
they begin sampling.”
In response to this protocol. Dr. Juengst observed, “It would be awfully
complicated [because] our individually focused research ethic isn’t very well-equipped to
know how to get informed consent from groups... or what that would mean [to get
informed consent from groups]. You can see that if the logic held for the research setting,
the same argument would apply in other areas as well, like epidemiological studies, public
health screening programs for genetic disease, maybe even genomic medical interventions
themselves. Just like we, as individuals, have the right to refuse medical treatment,
shouldn’t the Navaho have the right to refuse customized genomic pharmaceuticals aimed
at them?”
He further explained, “There are risks of doing this kind of research that are
analogous to the risks individuals face in gene hunting research. The kind of overly
deterministic reading that goes on in genetics could lead to stigmatization, to
discrimination, to coercive medical interventions; all those bad things that we worry about
in the context of individual genetic testing would now apply to the group. In other nations
in this hemisphere, where there is an active anti-indigenous bias, you can imagine using
this test or marker to exclude people, from political oflBce or jobs or whatever the issue at
hand. [It’s like saying] you have the mark of the Native.”
Dr. Juengst pointed out that for the last 60 years or so, geneticists have
understood the groups that they study as demes. Demes are groups that are genetically
more alike than they are to any other particular group in the area. In order to find a deme,
one would map out a grid over a field, collect and genotype random specimens from each
quadrant. The idea then, is to look for the differential boundaries of the gene frequency;
this allows the demeic boundaries to fall where they may. There is no need to identify a

4

population ahead of time, there is just random selection and analyzing. Since nothing
much hangs on these boundaries besides the particular story you want to tell, biologists
are free to expand or contract the boundaries of the populations.

»

According to Dr. Juengst, there are problems associated with using demes as
markers. “Except for rare, isolated geographic examples, [like] Islanders, the maps of
human groups, produced by the field biologist approach, would not bear much
resemblance to the map of socially recogni2sed cultural groups in the world. Moreover,
given our species long history of using punitive genetic relationships as a basis for
nepotism, tribalism and racism - that we put our kin above strangers - aspiring to invest
human beings with special moral standings seems wrong-headed in the first place. If we
are right in our convictions that our biological roots should be irrelevant to the way that
human beings regard each other, then giving our demes the authority of groups makes no
sense.”
Near the end of his talk. Dr. Juengst approached the interesting issue which is the
fact that groups would be letting the Genome Project retell their origin stories for them.
“That is going to lead to disappointment,” Dr. Juengst said. “The other risk is that their
origin stories will be overturned or complicated in ways they (the Groups) might not like.
[But] maybe our cultural identities are strong enough just to shrug off the scientific story
as another fantasy of western scientists.”
Dr. Juengst also expressed the importance of educating the individuals they recruit
to do this work, and also taking equal time to celebrate the various groups cultural
treasures as well.
Ultimately, Dr. Juengst concluded, “Getting group consent is not going to protect
anybody—^the proponents of group consent acknowledge that human groups are often
nested in each other and may have to admit that for some groups, who have no culturaUy
appropriate authorities to speak for them, like Irish Americans or Afiican Americans. We
are not going to be able to protect the groups’ interests at the corporate level. But we
could warn individual members of those groups that their involvement with this kind of
study might have implications for their group identity as a whole, and let them decide to
opt in or out. In conclusion, I think it would be a mistake for scientists and policy makers
to try to give groups the gate-keeping role in genomic research. To the extent that we are
interested in identifying each other, segregating each other into categories like this, even
the most benign kinds of markers are going to carry these sorts of nsks.”

*****************
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SEARCHING FOR FOUNDATIONS; FEMINIST AND POSTMODERN
APPROACHES TO PHILOSOHPY

On April 1, Brenda Wirkus, Associate Professor of Philosophy and Chairperson of
the Philosophy Department at John Carroll University, gave a speech titled “Searching for
Foundations: Feminist and Postmodern Approaches to Ethics” to the Ethics Fellows at
Tomlinson Hall Dr. Wirkus’ focal point in her research, and in her speech to the Ethics
Fellows, was an explanation of her search for foundations in a non-foundationalist world
and, also, her quest to explore moral practices. She focused her talk on the problems with
‘good old fashioned moral theorizing’ on issues surrounding care and justice, and on some
of the problems with the dichotomies usually associated with these matters.
Dr. Wirkus began her speech by bringing a very timely and gravely important
observation to the attention of the group. She explained that the common thread in major
tragedies concerning children and young adults (Jonesboro, Arkansas; West Paducah,
Kentucky; Pearl, Mississippi; and even Montreal in 1989) is that all the dead have been
girls or young women. “...and Bill Clinton, in Africa, says well, maybe I’ll talk to Janet
Reno and we’ll see if there are any patterns to the killings,” she said. Dr. Wirkus thought
the pattern was quite clear to anyone who looked.
Dr. Wirkus guided her speech down a path by using what she called “a feminist
reconstruction of ethics.” “There is simply not one monolithic model of feminism,” she
said. “However, let me point out that there are a few common features. First there is the
appeal to concrete experience as a credible staring point, a mistrust of the abstraction
which characterizes traditional moral theorizing.” As an example of this, she spoke of the
use of narrative in connection with feminist ethics, and the desire for women to give their
own account in order to overcome all the silencing, as well as ending “the telling of
women’s stories by people who aren’t women.”
“Secondly,” Dr. Wirkus continued, “[Feminist ethicists believe] ethics should be
emancipatory. Ethics and politics are not disconnected, as they frequently are in standard
moral theory; all ethics are social. Thirdly, and most importantly, [feminist ethicists
believe in] a reevaluation and critique of ‘good old fashioned ethical theorizing’ because
‘good old fashioned ethical theorizing’ makes claims of universality, objectivity,
autonomy, impartiality, individualism and reciprocity. ‘Good old fashioned ethical
theorizing’ and its emphasis on certain definitions of a person: equality, justice, freedom,
self, nature, [causes] many people to think that ‘good old fashioned ethical theory’ reflects
and supports an ideology that has kept certain members of the community empowered,
and has systematically marginalized and devalued others.”
She further explained that moral theorizing, as the search for universal moral
principles, seems to do very little with the moral goodness that is practiced. “Moral
theorizing is a highly structured and specific social practice. It involves assumptions of
authority and expertise marked by gender and other privilege. ‘Good old fashioned moral
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theory’ is based on a juridical model that doesn’t help us understand our moral life, she
said. “It is not that this traditional method is not useful; it’s very useful in explaimng
certain kinds of relations, [like] relations among non-intimate equals or transactions and
contracts among peers. Feminist ethicists envision or revision ethics, not so much tor
determining right and wrong, but as a descriptive and critical self-reflective and reflexive
attempt to understand how our moral life does and can go on.
SpecificaUy, Dr. Wirkus noted, “feminists are concerned that ‘good old fashioned
moral theory’ fails to explain the often “unchosen” asymmetrical and discretionary
responsibilities of those who care for particularly vulnerable and dependent others, [such
as] our responsibility to our parents, our children, our students and our fiiends. To the
extent that ‘good old fashioned moral theories’ are substantively inadequate to address
those intimate, unequal, and particular relationships is to the extent that they may exclude,
and even deform our moral life.”
Dr. Wirkus believes that these theories even have the power to “code the view
point and preoccupations of a very particular group of privileged people, specific^y those
of us in the academy. Furthermore, moral theorizing itself is a specific practice of
intellectual authority which legitimates and reproduces the often hierarchical systematic
relations that theories reflect.”
She also illustrated what feminism has contributed to the understanding of ethics,
focused on the debate over feminist ethics as well as gave a brief outline of femimsm to
illuminate her point. “The debate over feminist ethics has been characterized as, and
reduced to, equality and difference. That often gets translated to ‘justice or care.’ Justice
requires that individuals be treated alike, i.e. equally; care requires differential treatment,
but may lead to further marginilization of already oppressed groups,” she explained.
“The First Wave of Feminism was an attempt to achieve equality based on the
liberal political model. Women were allowed out of the private sphere and into the public
sphere, to get an education and into the market place,” explained Dr. Wirkus. “However,
after a while, it became clear that letting women into the public sphere didn’t resolve some
very real problems. Traditional child-rearing arrangements stayed pretty much the same.
So women, though enjoying political equality with men, still found their life expenences
shaped very differently.”
She remarked that “liberal feminism is a based on a model ofjustice. Justice
assumes that we treat likes alike, and liberal feminism hoped that women would become
enough like men so that they could be treated justly. But the fact of the matter is that the
justice model did not address the women’s typical experiences outside the workplace - m
those asymmetrical and dependency relationships in which she continues to find herself
embedded, sometimes with or sometimes without assistance from her partner.
In response to this , “feminist ethicists have tried to locate other principles besides
justice to ground moral life,” said Dr. Wirkus.
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She used the example of Carol Gilligan, the author of In A Different Voice who is
not a philosopher, but works in education and also in moral development. “[Gilligan] was
first to make public the notion that women seem to explain their moral experiences
differently than the way men do. In the book she gives accounts of interviews she has had
with women after abortions, said Dr. Wirkus, “and was amazed to see the way women
talked about reasons for abortion and those who did not [get abortions], the reasons for
not, had little to do with ‘good old fashioned moral theorizing.’ They talked about the
effect that an abortion or bringing a child to term would have on their relationships which
were central to their lives.”
Immediately after Gilligan’s book, there were a number of books written,
specifically Nel Noddings’ book on caring; however, most books focused on the notion of
care in the private sphere. Since then, a number of other philosophers have written about
foundational principles other than justice, including Annette Baier, who has written about
trust.
“Within the past few years,” said Dr. Wirkus, “Virginia Held has attempted to
work out the relationship between justice and care, and she argues that care, as a basic
moral value, should be the wider moral framework into which justice be fitted. In short.
Held says, wdthout care there is no life.”
According to Dr. Wirkus, Joan Tronto has also expanded on this insight. “She
sees care as a process important to all humans, both as care-receivers and as care-givers,
and has suggested four phases of care. First of all there is caring about or attentiveness;
secondly, there is taking care of, responsibility; thirdly, there is care-giving which she cil
competence; and then finally, care receiving, or responsiveness.
What is interesting about both Tronto and Held’s work is that they see care as a
political virtue, one that should inform all parts of our lives, and Tronto is very good at
critiquing justice for creating what she calls “idealization,” which is what the rest of us
might call rationalization.”
Theorists ofjustice, like Aristotle or Kant, have managed to exclude women from
their moral theories, explained Dr. Wirkus. “[They do this] by making women different
from, unlike men. Women are either, a la Aristotle, ‘misbegotten men,’ biologically, and
thus psychologically, disfigured or, on Kant’s model, women are beautiful rather than
noble—incapable of rational thought,” she said.
What s interesting is that this model has been used historically to oppress all kinds
of people,” continued Dr. Wirkus,. “Justice says treat likes alike and unlikes differently
according to their differences, and liberal republican justice philosophers could
simultaneously advocate equality and slavery by defining certain individuals as not quite
human, and thus not sufficiently ‘like’ to be treated equally.” “Care,” she added, “is
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empirically grounded; you look and you see me, you don’t have to worry about certain
ideals of personhood.”
Dr. Wirkus expressed the concerns of feminist ethicist in relation to the term
“care.” “The first concern,” said Dr. Wirkus, “ and an abiding one, despite the work of
Held and Tronto, is that “care” is still idenified culturally with women, and another
problem is trying to figure out how to enlist everyone, both men and women, in the
attempt to characterize caring as masculine and feminine.”
Referring back to her earlier statement regarding the narrative. Dr. Wirkus
suggested the activity of caring may bring us closer to the other. “Maybe the use of
narrative can help out. Maybe we can argue that moral practice and moral goodness
requires an identification with another, an empathy that can only be grounded in the
experience of caring. If the narrative is used as an exercise of the imagination, how we
imagine the life of another we care for, it’s easier to imagine the life of that other, than if
we remain distant, dispassionate, rational, autonomous.”
The second concern brought to light by Dr. Wirkus is a more serious theoretical
problem, that of dichotomization. She said, “I’ve just put all the dichotomization out
there; men/women, justice/care, public/private, and those categories do essentialize
otherness, so we need to work on language, too. How do we integrate justice and care?
How do we integrate public and private? It seems culturally we are not making progress
there at all.”
Dr. Wirkus ended her discussion by turning to the Postmodems. “One claim of the
postmodern, at least going back to Nietzsche is that God is dead, and, as Dostoevsky
pointed out, if God is dead, then everything is permissible. Others, including the
existentialists, maintained that it is okay that God is dead, but it’s not OK to try to replace
him with other absolute values, but, what can we do in a world where there is no
agreement on the objectivity of value? Can we argue for any kind of moral foundation at
all anymore -be it care or justice—at the close of the 20*^ century?”

NEWS d NOTES
CALL FOR PAPERS

COURSES

The Association for Practical and
Professional Ethics has issued a call for
papers for their Regional Meeting,
October 16-17 at California State
University, Chico. They encourage
submissions in journalism, health care and
biomedical ethics, but all areas will be
considered. The deadline for submissions
is August 20, 1998. For more
information contact: Association for
Practical and Professional Ethics by
phone at 812-855-6450.

On July 13-18, 1998, "Method m
Bioethics: Philosophy, Law, Narrative"
(A Different Kind of Intensive Course)
will be offered in at Northwestern in
Chicago, IL. Interested in an intensive
educational experience in biomedical
ethics that's practical but also stimulating
and pleasurable? If so, the MIBC is the
course for you. This program will explore
the issues that are on the minds of front
line health-care professionals, questions
about reproductive choices and the use of
genetic information, decision making for
neonatal and pediatric patients, the
process of informed consent, ethical
issues raised by managed care, and endof-life decision making. For further
information and registration materials,
contact Kristen Tym at the Medical
College of Wisconsin by e-mail
<ktym@mcw.edu>or by phone at 414456-4299.

***

WORKSHOPS
The Fifth Annual "Teaching Research
Ethics" Workshop will take place on June
24-27, 1998 at Iniana UniversityBloomington. The Teaching Research
Ethics (TRE) project began in 1994 with
support from the United States
Department of Education's Fund for the
Improvement of Postsecondary
Education. The cornerstone of the
project is an intensive workshop, which
helps science faculty members to use
existing materials to train their students in
research ethics and to develop effective
methods and materials of their own.
Registration is required for the workshop,
panel, and seminar. For more
information contact: Dr. Kenneth D.
Pimple by phone at 812-855-0261 or by
email at pimple@indiana.edu
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Doing Ethics
As weU as the expanding the newsletter to include new changes, we are also reviving an old cu^m.
From now on, we will provide an ETHICS CASE for you to solve. In the followmg issue of the
newsletter the “best” answers will be published along with a new ^e. Ple^e
The Center for Professional Ethics, 233 Yost Hall, Case Western Reserve Umversity, Cleveland, Ohio
44106-7057 or by e mail to: jmglO@po.cvmi.edu. Good Luck!
Professionalism
Diane M has two years of experience as a staff nurse on a general medical floor that
serves many diabetic and stroke patients. As a team leader, she gives both direct patjrt ^
and plans basic care for other nursing personnel to carry out. In the past, when sh® wo
extra hours at home or in the hospital library writing procedures,
other nurses (especid y
another team leader, Arlene E., who is a single parent with three children) have s^d that Dian
(who is single and has no children) was fooUsh to work without pay. Dunng the last few
months Diane’s attendance at weekly meetings of a multidisciplinary team - coniposed of
professionals from physical therapy, occupational therapy, and social services
rehabilitation efforts on her floor - has strained her relationships with some nursing cowork^rs.
According to Diane, “These other nurses think I am crazy to come in on my own time. I go to
practicali? every weekly meeting, which take place mainly on my days off. I get a lot of positive
SoreeLnt from being with that group of people, and I think they have a better impression of
professionalism in nursing because of my participation.
Diane’s decision to participate in the multidisciplinary team stems from her desire to get
more out of her job than just a paycheck. She wants to show that “nursing is an import^^t
profession and that nurses have more to contribute than passing meds ^d
Lspite her justification for working extra hours, Diane, nevertheless, feels hurt by the other
nurses’ reaction, especially those of her fnend, Arlene, whose skills and integnty she has always
admired.
Diane and Arlene have lunch one day with Peggy Sayre, a nurse from a different unit,
and the topic of Diane’s extra hours comes up. Peggy asks them both to explain teir views.
Diane defends her coming in on her day off by pointing out her involvement with the
interdisciplinary team and working on hospital procedures will lead to better care for ^ larger
number of clients. But Arlene argues that Diane’s functiomng as a “super nurse puts those
have other responsibilities in a bad light. What is more, she argues, Diane s doing this sort of
thing without pay simply increases the expectation that nurses (who are always ganger of
being disadvaLged by the “compassion trap”) will work overtime without pay. But such work,
Ai\L argues, is unfafr to staff nurses, who are paid an hourly wage. Worbng ^'.^ime ^thout
pay she Sues, amounts to being paid less than one’s contract provides and ‘s unfair, ^le^
Llshes by defending her position by arguing that nurses like Diane actually hold mrscsjo^ y
contributing to exploitation rather than helping to raise nursing to the
because professionals like physicians and lawyers get pain (and paid well) for their professional
work.
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